
Frank Lamson-Scribner (1851- 1938) 
 
Frank Lamson-Scribner became the USDA’s first agrostologist in 1895, heading up the 
newly created Division of Agrostology.  He was nominated for this position by fellow U.S. 
botanists:  “Secretary of Agriculture J. Sterling 
Morton…polled the country’s top botanists.… [t]heir 
overwhelming recommendation was Scribner.”1   
Lamson-Scribner began his botanical investigations as 

a child and published his first article (on the weeds of 

Maine) when he was 18.2  He went on to develop a 

special interest in grasses, and one of his botanical 

role models was the USDA’s George Vasey.  After 

university, Lamson-Scribner taught botany for many 

years and gained a national reputation from his 

revision of the North American Melicae and his 

service with the Northern Transcontinental Survey.3  

Hired to head the USDA’s Section of Mycology in 

1886, he was responsible for solving significant plant 

pathology problems, such as the control of black rot 

and downy mildew.4  From 1888 to 1895, Lamson-

Scribner was professor of botany and horticulture at 

the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, as well as 

botanist to UT’s agricultural experiment station.5  When hired to head the USDA’s 

Division of Agrostology in 1895, he established the Division’s second experimental grass 

garden at UT Knoxville.6   

Under Lamson-Scribner, the Division of Agrostology was organized with speed and 

efficiency. In the five years he headed the Division, he hired and deployed field agents to 

collect grass roots, seed, and sod from across the United States; added almost 25,000 

sheets of mounted grass specimens to the National Herbarium; expanded and maintained 

two experimental grass gardens; conducted histological studies; and maintained an 

aggressive publication schedule. 

In 1901, Lamson-Scribner became Chief of the Insular Bureau of Agriculture for the 

Philippine Islands, and later became a member of the U.S. Government Exhibit Board 

where he “organized and presented agricultural exhibits for the government at numerous 

expositions throughout the world, even beyond his retirement in 1922.”7  
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